In November 2012, voters in the states of Colorado and Washington approved ballot initiatives that legalized marijuana for recreational purposes. Alaska, Oregon, and the Supporters and opponents of such initiatives make numerous claims about state-level marijuana legalization. Advocates believe legalization reduces crime, raises revenue, lowers criminal justice expenditure, improves public health, improves traffic safety, and stimulates the economy. Critics believe legalization spurs marijuana use, increases crime, diminishes traffic safety, harms public health, and lowers teen educational achievement.
Introduction
In November 2012, the states of Colorado and Washington approved ballot initiatives that legalized marijuana for recreational purposes under state law. Alaska, Oregon, and the District of Columbia are scheduled to consider similar measures in the fall of 2014, and other states may follow suit in the fall of 2016.
1 This paper provides a preliminary assessment of marijuana legalization and related policies in Colorado. It is the first part of a longer-term project that will monitor the effects of state marijuana legalizations in Colorado, Washington, and other legalizing states. 3 Colorado's legalization did not take full effect until January 2014, so any assessments offered here are tentative. Yet some post-legalization data are available for Colorado, and considerable data exist regarding earlier changes in marijuana policy-such as the legalization of marijuana for medical purposes-that plausibly have similar effects. Thus, available information provides a useful if incomplete perspective on what other states should expect from legalization and related policies. Going forward, additional data may allow stronger conclusions. This project will document the pre-and post-policy-change paths of marijuana use, alcohol use, other drug use, crime, traffic accidents, educational outcomes for teenagers, public health, tax revenues, criminal justice expenditures, and economic outcomes. The project will ultimately compare the paths of these outcomes in legalizing states to their paths in non-legalizing states. This paper, however, examines Colorado only. On the other hand, advocates like Ethan Nadelmann have asserted that legalization is a "smart" move that will help end mass incarceration and undermine illicit criminal organizations. (See Ethan Nadelman, "Marijuana Legalization: Not If, But When," HuffingtonPost.com, Nov. 3, 2010 .) Former New Mexico governor Gary Johnson has also advocated for marijuana legalization, predicting that the measure will lead to less overall substance abuse because individuals addicted to alcohol or other substances will find marijuana a safer alternative. 
Background
In 1975, Colorado became one of the first states to decriminalize marijuana. 5 The decision was based on a federal report written in 1972 by the National Commission on Marijuana and Drug Abuse, which recommended that Congress reduce penalties against marijuana use and possession and seek alternative methods to discourage heavy drug use. 6 The new Colorado law made possessing less than an ounce of marijuana a petty offense, with a $100 fine. Harsher penalties were still levied on possession of greater amounts and on marijuana cultivation and distribution.
In Local governments in Colorado were permitted to impose additional taxes on retail marijuana. Medical marijuana was not subject to new taxes, only the 2.9 percent general sales tax. As outlined in the proposition, the first $40 million in revenues was set aside for statewide school construction, with the rest allocated for educational campaigns on marijuana use.
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Following about a year of planning, the first retail marijuana businesses opened in Around the same time, Deputy Attorney General James Cole issued a memo to U.S.
attorneys across the country. In an effort to delineate where the federal government would and would not get involved in marijuana enforcement, the memo established eight top priorities for federal prosecutors enforcing marijuana laws. 31 According to the memo, the Department of Justice would focus on preventing:
 the distribution of marijuana to minors  marijuana revenue going to criminal enterprises, gangs, and cartels  the transportation or diversion of marijuana from states where it is legal to states where it is illegal  state-authorized marijuana activity being used as a "cover up" for trafficking of other illegal drugs or activity  violence and the use of firearms in the cultivation and distribution of marijuana  drugged driving and adverse effects on public health  the cultivation of marijuana on public lands  the possession or use of marijuana on federal property Beyond those priorities, prosecution for marijuana offenses would be left mostly to state authorities.
The Effects of Marijuana Policy in Colorado
The discussion above suggests that marijuana use and related outcomes might have changed in Colorado at several dates: A primary concern about marijuana legalization is that it might foster crime. This could occur if marijuana is criminogenic-that is, producing or leading to crime or criminality-or if retail stores are targets for theft because they rely on cash.
Alternatively, legalization might reduce crime by shrinking the black market for marijuana. Thus the net effect of legalization on crime is ambiguous a priori. A different worry about liberalized marijuana policy is that it might increase traffic accidents. The net effect of greater use is ambiguous a priori; some drivers might substitute marijuana for alcohol, and marijuana appears to have smaller adverse effects on driving ability than alcohol. 35 Consistent with this possibility, earlier investigations have found that liberalizations of marijuana policy are associated with reduced traffic fatalities. Figure 5 shows fatal car crashes, fatalities in car crashes, alcohol-related fatal car crashes, and fatalities in alcohol-related car crashes. No measure exhibits a substantial change at the time of marijuana policy changes.
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Still another worry about medicalization and legalization is that increased marijuana use might harm the public's health. On the other hand, marijuana may have medical benefits, so the net effect on health is an empirical question. . The reconciliation might be that police tested for marijuana more intensively after commercialization. Alternatively, the proportion of drivers consuming marijuana may indeed have increased, but marijuana either had no effect or reduced the number of fatal accidents.
commercialization. Figure 7 displays data on Denver emergency room visits that mention one or more illicit drugs or alcohol. As with treatment episodes, marijuana mentions are always a small fraction of the total. Marijuana mentions do trend upward, but again without perceptible increase in trend after medical marijuana expansion. Figure 8 graphs the death rates from alcohol and drugs, as well as the suicide rate. While all show upward trends, none exhibits a change in trend after adoption or expansion of medical marijuana.
A different potential negative of liberalized marijuana policy is worse education outcomes, especially for teenagers. Figure 9 shows the high school drop-out rate in
Colorado and the four-year high school graduation rate in Denver. The drop-out rate declines for the first two years after legalization of medical marijuana but then increases for several years; the rate then declines consistently through medical marijuana commercialization and marijuana legalization; the rate is little different between the beginning and end of the sample. The four-year graduation rate shows an upward trend that slows slightly between 2012 and 2013. A potential benefit of medicalization and legalization is increased tax revenue.
39 Figure 12 shows monthly tax revenues from medical and recreational sales of marijuana.
In the most recent month, revenues totaled about $7 million, implying annual revenues of but higher than the roughly $50 million that Katherine Waldock and I estimated in a 2010
paper. Advocates of marijuana legalization have suggested it will boost economic activity by creating jobs in the marijuana sector, including marijuana tourism and other "support"
industries. Figure 16 shows state gross domestic product and personal income; neither indicates any effect of the policy changes.
Discussion
The evidence provided here suggests that marijuana policy changes in Colorado have had minimal impact on marijuana use and the outcomes sometimes associated with use.
This does not prove that other legalizing states will experience similar results, nor that the absence of major effects will continue. Such conclusions must await additional evidence from Colorado, Washington, and future legalizing states, as well as more statistically robust analyses that use non-legalizing states as controls.
But the evidence here indicates that strong claims about Colorado's legalization, whether by advocates or opponents, are so far devoid of empirical support. Estimates are based on a representative sample of non-Federal, general, short-stay hospitals with 24-hour emergency departments in the U.S. Visits include both emergency department visits that are directly caused by drugs and those in which drugs are a contributing factor but not the direct cause of the visit. These criteria encompass all types of drug-related events, including accidental ingestion and adverse reaction, as well as drug misuse or abuse. Alcohol-only visits for patients age 21 or older are excluded.
Appendix: Sources for Figures
Alcohol, when present with other drugs, is included for all ages. 
